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On Feb. 18 during a nationally broadcast news conference, Argentine Economy Minister Erman
Gonzalez announced new austerity measures designed to reduce inflation and stabilize the
austral. The minister said state-run enterprises will have to operate on respective revenues.
Federal subsidies to private companies, such as fiscal incentives for industrial development,
will be suspended. In addition, National Treasury expenditures to cover the fiscal deficits of
provincial governments will be terminated. Gonzalez said the state-run oil company, YPF, would
reduce its investments, and sell leases on its secondary exploratory zones to foreign companies
for "between $400 and $500 million." Aerolineas Argentinas will be sold in the second half of 1990
for "around $500 million." Next, the state phone company ENTEL is scheduled for sale in the
last three months of the year. Import tariffs will be lowered for selected food and pharmaceutical
products whose prices have skyrocketed as local businessmen hiked prices with the dollar instead of
inflation or actual costs, said the minister. During the first two weeks of February, food and medical
product prices rose more than 60%. Other budget measures will include speeding up tax collection
schedules, and the termination of a food stamp program for the poor. Money for the program
which in January cost $18 million will be used for alternative social programs. Despite growing
pressure by organized labor, the Catholic Church, and certain business groups, Gonzalez said,
"There will be no change in the direction of the economic plan." President Carlos Menem agreed
to a 20% salary cut as an example to the nation, said Gonzalez. Last week, the austral dropped
20% in value against the US dollar. On Feb. 16 alone, the dollar rose 15%. Since Feb. 1, the austral
dropped 120% against the dollar. Inflation for the past 12 months is 8,164%. Feb. 19: Workers at
the Central Bank and five other state-run banks went on strike, and thousands of union members
marched in downtown Buenos Aires. Last week the government proposed closing 14 branches of
the National Mortgage Bank, reported to run at a huge deficit, and to be overstaffed. About 1,200
jobs would be lost. The government pledged to transfer workers who did not retire. Government
officials said that similar actions would be taken at the National Savings Bank and the National
Investment Bank. According to the Feb. 18 edition of newspaper Pagina 12, the National Investment
Bank's 60 biggest debtors alone owe it $1.9 billion. The newspaper cited data obtained from the
bank. The striking bank employees virtually closed down the three banks, and the Central Bank.
Normal operations at the Bank of the Nation and the Buenos Aires Province Bank were disrupted.
Leader of the 149,000-member Bank Workers Association, Hector Pizzichini, said: "We're not against
restructuring state and private banks, but we want to be at the negotiating table." If the government
declares the bank employees' strike illegal, it would permit officials to fire workers and adopt other
disciplinary actions. University professors whose salaries were eroded by 79% inflation in January
alone, commenced an indefinite strike. They demand a nearly 100% salary hike, to an average US
$90 per month. Clerks who shut down federal courts Feb. 15 plan to do so again on Feb. 22-23. On
Monday, the dollar jumped another 12.5% in early trading, selling at 4,500 australs. At closing, the
dollar was trading at 4,100 australs. [Basic data from UPI, 02/18/90; AFP, Radio Nacional (Argentina),
02/19/90; AP, 02/18/90, 02/20/90]
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